• Use of the internet to find pet health and welfare information is commonplace and has an effect on pet owner decision-making.
• Use of the internet to find pet health and welfare information is commonplace and has an effect on pet owner decision-making.
• There is a diversity and variety of reliable sources of online information about pet health.
• Veterinarians may be underestimating clients' reliance on the internet for health care advice.
• There are opportunities for vets to collaborate with clients to help them navigate the internet effectively for the best and most reliable sources of online pet health information.
• Like a medical prescription, an information prescription can be offered by a veterinarian to their client to provide carefully curated, high-quality content to meet their information needs and further support the health and wellbeing of their pets.
THE internet is increasingly becoming the first point of contact for UK pet owners wanting advice about the health and welfare of their animal. Pet owner clients want to ask their veterinarians for guidance about navigating the web for accurate and useful information. However, in the UK, surprisingly few veterinarians have this conversation with their clients or provide them with an 'information prescription'.
Internet use for health information
The internet is now an integral part of daily, modern life in the UK and there has been a proliferation of websites which cater to the public's interest in the health and nutrition of people and their pets. In human medicine, people seeking health information on the internet has gained wider currency in the past decade and has become a fruitful area of academic and applied research. 1, 2 Patients are increasingly equipped with health information before attending doctors' appointments, without any perceived detrimental impact on trust, attitudes or willingness to participate in consultation. 2 Online health information is being used to empower the patient and improve the patient-practitioner relationship and consultation experience. Patients feel that they are able to ask better questions and are in a stronger position to communicate more effectively with their healthcare providers. However, concerns among healthcare providers remain regarding the quality of the evidence-base on information found online: specifically the range, diversity and provenance of the types of knowledge provided and its technical accuracy. Patients also face potential challenges in navigating the internet to find, access and appropriately evaluate this information to avoid confusion, conflicting messaging and erosion of trust in traditional healthcare information delivery systems.
Internet use by animal owners
Few studies have explored similar internet health information seeking behaviours of pet owners. Kogan and colleagues 3 seek to address this knowledge gap in their survey study on UK pet owners' use and perception of internet-based pet health information sources, summarised on p 601 of this week's Vet Record. The authors conducted an internet-based questionnaire to explore the frequency and purpose of internet searches, identify specific websites and topics of interest and evaluate their perceived trustworthiness. Participants were also invited to feedback on how these searches may influence their consultation experience with their veterinarians. For example, how likely and often they discussed these sources of information with their veterinarians, whether the internet information added value or created confusion for them, and finally whether their veterinarians provided guidance on the best and most relevant websites to augment their knowledge base.
Most participants in this study appeared to use the internet frequently (through well-known search engines) to look for information about a certain animal disease or health issue. They used this information to help them decide whether to make an appointment with their veterinarian. Participants appeared to be undeterred by the high volume and variety of information available online and, for the majority, this information appeared to positively influence their ability to cope and understand their pet's healthcare issues. If this survey is representative of the wider pet-owning population, the findings suggest that 'digital democratisation' of healthcare information has not yet eroded the client-vet relationship or the significant trust placed by pet owners in their veterinarians to provide the most appropriate healthcare decisions. However, there may be a growing gap in the future between increased client demand for this type of information and a dearth in veterinary supply of information about reliable high-quality, evidence-based sources of internet advice.
Impact on vet-client relationships
The study builds upon earlier work carried out by Kogan and colleagues, 4 which sought to examine UK veterinarians' perspectives on client use of the internet. The authors suggest that the majority of participating veterinarians think clients who access the internet for healthcare information don't always understand what they are reading online. This perception appears to be misaligned with that of UK pet owners, who appear to have a strong self-belief that they are well-placed to evaluate, review and cross-check information for its validity. Interestingly, both of the studies by Kogan and others were conducted before the term 'fake news' was fully embedded in common parlance and before the public discourse about the potentially subversive role of social media and other companies in information dissemination came to prominence. It would be interesting to see if these events have indirectly made clients more or less discerning or sceptical about the content in the 'hits' that are returned by search engine algorithms.
Although veterinarians appear to be concerned about their clients' ability to navigate the internet to find reliable pet websites and accurate information, surprisingly few offered clients 'information prescriptions' to improve this situation. 4 UK veterinarians appeared to be more critical of internet use compared to their USA counterparts, with a greater proportion suggesting that the internet has a negative impact on companion animal health. 5 Epidemiology and the internet: future research Kogan and colleagues' study is a useful starting point to prompt conversation between vets and their clients. Further research is needed to explore the online provision of veterinary advice and its impact on this professional relationship. Online surveys are an appealing and cost-efficient alternative to paper-based administration. However, there are well-known limitations of web-based questionnaires because of unquantified non-response rates, which can affect the reliability and validity of the data. [6] [7] [8] The authors have acknowledged that the current study results should be interpreted with caution due to the relatively small sample size and self-selecting nature of the study population given the online delivery of the questionnaire. It would be important to validate these findings with complementary telephone or paper-based surveys to understand better the wider context, and impact of different models of health information provision for pet owners who are 'digital natives' (ie, those fluent in internet use) compared to those who may be less internet savvy or who may not use the internet at all. In parts of the UK, some rural remote areas have unreliable broadband and poor connectivity, making internet access to healthcare information perhaps disproportionately problematic for different types of pet-owning client populations. If there are benefits to be exploited from greater access to online information sharing, veterinarians should be taking the lead to determine how best to make these sources more widely accessible for all of their clients. There is an opportunity (and one might argue imperative) for the profession to ensure that evidence-based information is readily available for clients in the medium that they prefer.
